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This study with international students in the UK Higher Education (HE) sector adopts a qualitative 
research approach to examine the impact of customer relationship management (CRM) and service 
quality. From the literature six construct themes for measuring customer relationship management 
were suggested and the interview data with focus groups from a university in the north of Britain 
were analysed using a thematic template analysis technique. The study showed that an effective 
CRM programme to improve service quality has the ability of inducing positive advocacy 
behaviour from its international students. The paper makes a recommendation for policy makers in 
the higher education sector to embrace investment in CRM. 
 


































The aim of this research is to examine the impact of customer relationship management (CRM) 
effectiveness and service quality delivery on international students in the UK higher education 
sector. The concept of customer relationship management is at present gaining attraction in firms 
across the world as the adoption and implementation of CRM initiatives can be witnessed in most 
organizations across the world through organisations setting up internal departments to record and 
assist customer experiences, complaints, development of good customer relations and customer 
value. The UK higher education sector is important in that international students as consumers 
continue to have demand for its reputable education from every continent of the world. British 
Universities hadby 2013 around 30,000 international students(Greenaway & Haynes, 2003; 
UKHigher Education Academy, 2014). The study draws from the CRM behaviour theory by 
Labus& Stone (2010) which examined the systematic, interdependent and total interactions between 
the organization, itscustomers and other interfacing factors, such as the influence of culture amongst 
key players in a business relationship. This study contributes to the literature in that there are few 
academic papersin this field published in the academic literature.Consequently, this research adapts 
two main constructs on CRM from Lawson-body &Limayem (2004) about:(i) understanding 
customer expectations and service personalization to measure CRM effectiveness; and(ii) customer 
satisfaction and customer advocacy behaviour drawing upon Zeithaml et al (1993) to measure 
service quality. 
 
Aim and objectives 
The aim of the study in this paper is to examine CRM effectiveness for understanding customer 
expectations and service quality delivery for UK international students. So the objectives are to 
research customer expectations and service personalisation leading to customer satisfaction and 
customer advocacy.  
 
Literature review 
Woodcock et al. (2001)defined CRM as a set of methodologies, technologies and e-commerce 
capabilities used by companies to manage a customer relationship.CRM is the act of acquisition, 
analysis and use of knowledge about customers to sell more goods and services effectively and 
efficiently by providing a profitable service for both the firm and its customers (Bose, 2002). It 
represents a comprehensive marketing strategy for acquiring, retaining and partnering with selected 
customers to create superior value for the company and customers (Parvitiyar&Sheth, 2001). For 
Swift (2001) CRM is an organizational approach using meaningful communications to improve 
customer retention, profitability, loyalty, satisfaction and customer acquisition.Croteau& Li (2003) 
lends support to CRM as a customer oriented strategy targeted at creating and increasing customer 
satisfaction, customer loyalty and customer retention by offering specific, responsive and unique 
services to individual customers.Employees, therefore, are required to be trainedwith requisite 
CRM skills to perform their services efficiently and effectivelyby handling customers’ demands and 
complaints if market retention and enhanced profitability are to be achieved (Gupta et al., 
2013).Tapp et al. (2004) indicated that the use of direct and database marketing strategies generated 
through CRM systems have high chances of boosting their universities’ recruitment potential.The 
adoption of CRM strategies in gaining students’ insights could enable a service provider to deliver 





retention behaviours(Seeman& O’Hara, 2006).Potential customers are likely to hear about positive 
service experiences from other customers. Hill (1995) in his study found that there was a correlation 
between students’ service expectation and satisfaction. He argued that universities needed to 
identify the expectations of their prospective students from the entry points through to graduation 
successes. CRM system would provide students’ with interactive touch points through pre-
admission and post-admissions, registration, teaching evaluation and financial aid, shown to feed 
through to improved student satisfaction and loyalty (Grant & Anderson, 2002). Other studies 
(Clewes, 2003; Wright & O’Neill, 2010) have found that meeting service quality expectations in 
key customer areasled to positive impact on student satisfaction. CRM is therefore, a complex field 
of study. However, an adaptation of two important concepts about CRM and Service Quality by the 












Figure one: Model linking customer relationship management effectiveness and service quality 
Source: Qualitative Research (2015) 
 
The diagram on figure one shows the perceived relationship between the sub-constructs of customer 
relationship management and the sub-constructs of service quality. 
 
Methodology 
This study adopts the constructivist paradigm as CRM has multiple realities and requires the active 
involvement of researchers.  
 
Participants 
The organization’s unit of analysis was a singleuniversityin the North of Britain, whilst the 
employees units of analysis werefivekey officerspurposively selected from the international 
recruitment and marketing office of the case university for the focus group discussion.Therationale 
is that these employees’responsibilities directly deal with international students’issues. Further, 
seven international students’were purposively selected from the case University for the focus group 
discussion. These participants were purposively selected because they possess the relevant 
experiences for the questions under consideration by this study, having worked in the University for 
over four years as a staff and as students’ over one year, thereafter we had a total of twelve 
participants. This is in line with (Brown and Lloyd, 2001).  
 
Method of Recruitment 
Firstly, we contacted the student interviewees’ via email to ask if they will be interested to be part 
of an interview discussion whose objective is to explore their service experiences with regards the 
nature of customer relationship management practices of their current University after responses 
were received from them. Secondly, the selected staffs was sent emails to ask if they would be 



















full confirmation from them to participate in the study focus group discussion. Additional, we 




Two main focus groups were conducted, the first group interview was with students’ this was 
because we needed to gain the insight into their experiences since they were at the receiving end of 
this service and information gotten from the first group was used to interface with the second focus 
group with staff. The method of data collection was semi-structure interview, which consisted of a 
list of questions to enable the interviewer probe deeply into customers’ and staff experiences 
regarding the phenomenon under investigation. The discussion was recorded using a recording 
device which will enable the researchers’ to transcribe and analyse the data thereafter. 
 
Data Analysis 
Primary data was analysed using thematic template analysis techniquewith the ease of Nvivo 10 
software.The first stage in the data analysis process was the transcription of the primary data, by 
importing the recorded discussions into writing to enable the researchers’ carry out detailed 
analysis. However, each of the focus group took about 25hours to transcribe. The second stage was 
about data reading and re-reading the transcripts in order to make sense out of it as well as to 
eliminate typing errors. Thereafter we did the primary data coding, through which we identifiedthe 
emerging themes from the study.Finally we carried out the respondents’ validity on findings and 
received 98% positive affirmation, that the themes found influences students’ and staff experiences 
within the case HE University(see Bryan, 2014 &2012;LeCompte& Goetz, 1982; Mason, 1996). 
 
 
Data Presentation and Analysis 
 




Figure two: Nvivo10 analysis on respondents’ sex 











Nvivo result on figure two shows that 58.33% of the interviewees were males and 41.67% were 
females. It’s implication to this researchis an indication that both sexes were given fair 




Figure three: Nvivo 10 analysis on respondents’ Age 
Source: Qualitative Research (2015). 
 
Nvivo 10 result on figure three indicates that 58.33% were between the ages of 31-40years. 33.33% 
were between the ages of 18-30years. This shows that majority of the interviewees were between 
the ages of 18-40years. The importance of analysing interviewees age is that, at 18years a person is 
deemed to have developed an independent mind which allows him to make decisions and take 
responsibility. This implies that members of the focus groups were adults whose service 






Figure four: Nvivo 10 analysis on respondents’ educational level 
Source: Qualitative Research (2015) 
 
Nvivo 10 result on figure four indicates that 83.33% of interviewees’ which is the majority were 
holders of at least Bachelor Degrees or at most Masters Degrees. While 16.67% were holders of 





students’ and majority were post graduate international student’ and staff of the University. The 
implicationfor interviewees’ educational status to this study is that the interviewees who are 
enlightened understood would understand the questions to be asked and be able proffer answers 
based on their experiences. Seeing that 83.33% of the interviewees were holders ofBachelor 
Degrees or at most Masters Degrees, it indicates that interviewees understood the questions and 




Figure five: Nvivo 10 Analysis on respondents’ nationality 
Source: Qualitative Research (2015) 
 
Result on figure five indicates that the study’s international students’ respondents were mainly 
nationals on Africans (33.33%), Vietnamese (8.33%) and Caribbean’s (16.67%). While majority of 
staff respondents were Britons (33.33%). This implies that the students’ interviewees’ represented 






Figure six: Nvivo 10 analysis on respondents’ University residency 
Source: Qualitative Research (2015) 
 
Result on figure six indicate that majority of the interviewees had spent between 2-5years in the 
case University. Which implies that they had acquired some level of rich experiences about the 








Figure seven: Nvivo 10 analysis on Respondents’ position 
Source: Qualitative Research (2015) 
 
Figure seven shows that most of the student respondents were international master’s students and 
student leaders. Also, all staff respondents were from the international students’ office. The 
implication is that responses from staff and students interviewees’ were authoritarian opinions. 
Because the staffs interface daily with international students queries and students were on the 
receiving end.  
 
 




Figure eight: Nvivo 10 Analysis on the study primary data 
Source: Qualitative Research (2015) 
 
Drawing upon Nvivo 10 analysis result on the study themes as provided by staff respondent and 
represented on figure eight. The theme “Customer Experience Feedback” was the most coded by 





region of coding acceptance at 3% it shows that the staff experiences were mainly about the themes: 
Customer Experience Feedback; Academic Referrals; Service Customisation. This also implies that 
these “themes” were keys to effective customer relationship management and customer satisfaction. 





Figure nine: Nvivo 10 Analysis on the study primary data 
Source: Qualitative Research (2015) 
 
Available result from Nvivo 10 analysis on the opinions and experiences of the students’ as shown 
on figure nine, implies that the theme Customer Experience Feedback was the most coded. Also the 
least coded was the “child theme joblessness”. Thus putting the region of coding acceptance at 3%, 
it indicates that the “themes”: Customer experience feedback; Academic referrals; Service 
customisation; Customer relations; Economic status and Academic performance reward constitutes 
bulk of their student experiences. This further implies that these themes were important in 
evaluating student-university relationship, student satisfaction and student advocacy behaviours. 
See further clarity on initial themes as well as the map showing the parent and child themes on 







Figure ten: Map of Initial Themes Relating to CRM 
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 2  AFW   1/25/2015 4:20 PM 
 The Alumni Association  also  refer  prospective  customers  the  advocate  of  this University  that  an Alumnus  is,  is  directly  proportional  to  the
experiences he or she have derived while they were here. Off course if you have a positive experience you are more likely to tell only 1 prospect 





 3  AFW   1/25/2015 4:44 PM 
 Yes I am convinced they do because sometimes our new students do report that they heard about the school from other people. That is why we 
are always having high number of international students’













No        0.0785  8 
 1  AFW   2/1/2015 5:28 PM 
 Yeah, I will preach the good services of my university, in fact I heard about this University from my cousins’ who graduated from this university 
that’s why I came here. I will tell others about this University anytime. 
 2  AFW   2/1/2015 5:29 PM 
 Yes, I will still talk about this University to my colleagues, families and friends back home in as much as the University have their weaknesses, 
their strengths is higher and stronger than their weaknesses. I will always talk about this university positively to outsiders.
 3  AFW   2/1/2015 5:30 PM 
 Yes, I will talk good about the University to people always. In fact at the moment I have already spoken to friends and family in Nigeria about this 
university. Some are already processing their admission and papers for September 2014.
 4  AFW   2/1/2015 5:31 PM 
 I think it is only normal that when a person is satisfied he tells other people about his experience. I will keep talking good about the University to 
friends and family back home like I am currently doing now, except they change then I may likely change as well. 
 5  AFW   2/1/2015 5:31 PM 
 Yes, I will keep convincing friends and family to come to this University based on what I can see and experiencing now. 
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 2  AFW   2/1/2015 5:23 PM 
 My satisfaction rating is at 70%. 
 3  AFW   2/1/2015 5:23 PM 
 Yes I am very satisfied, but not one hundred percent. I can rate my satisfaction at 80%. I think the University is doing well compare to what my 
friends say about their Universities. 
 4  AFW   2/1/2015 5:24 PM 
 Yes I am satisfied but not 80% to 100% I can put it at 70% in terms of satisfying my expectations here. 
 5  AFW   2/1/2015 5:25 PM 
 I am satisfied with the quality of lecturers that teach me. The friendliness of staff of the University. They are always willing to help when you have 
a problem. I will put my satisfaction for 80%, they have done well. 
 6  AFW   2/1/2015 5:37 PM 
 In terms of satisfaction I am okay 











No        0.2884  8 






 2  AFW   1/25/2015 4:00 PM 
 In as much as the University gets feedbacks from the national student’s barometer exercise, which takes the business process and putting up a 
standard competence. For example like throw surveys.
 3  AFW   1/25/2015 4:01 PM 
 We carry out regular students’ survey which has enabled us to improve on our services to the students’ 











them  to  match  against  other  Universities.  For  example  our  students  can  say  accommodation  is  of  high  priority,  whereas  in  the  world 
accommodation can be seen as top 20. Now we ask ourselves is it that we do not provide good and affordable accommodation as well as good
information to our international students? Or is there something different about the UK. This is how we can do comparism about the results we
get and make  improvements, establish what  is working and what  is not working. Another example here  is that every year we run an  internal 
students survey based on what our students building and sports facilities, but results always shows a negative on the graph, but now that we 
have built a new students sports complex we will elicit the students feelings during our next survey in March or April this  year. Just to let you 




 5  AFW   1/25/2015 4:11 PM 
 Going on the only evidence from 2010 when the survey was not as positive as it was in the last year we were top ten in the world; we were first in 
the world in terms of our position based on the students’ feedbacks telling us what their experiences was across those criteria.
 6  AFW   1/25/2015 4:12 PM 
 Yes,  I do believe the survey helps  in making here a better place,  it  is not only about the national barometer mechanism; also there are times 
meeting of course representatives and lecturers are held, international students’ societies give us feedbacks too. All these are aimed at solving
problems at the local level before it gets to the national level. 
 7  AFW   1/25/2015 4:42 PM 
 Simple the students’ barometer may not be good enough to measure things per time because  it  is not carried always and some students may 
want  to  register  their complaint, but because you are unable  to  receive  that  information does not  represent bad customer  relations. What’s 
important is how the University handled the problem at that time after receiving the complaints and there is a follow up to find out if the solution 
provided has solved the complaints sufficiently. “Complaints help our University to improve. 
 8  AFW   1/25/2015 4:49 PM 
 Students should support the University by filling out the online evaluation form on time so that the University will understand the currency of 
their experiences and where improvements are needed.
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 6  AFW   2/1/2015 4:58 PM 
 I think from time to time the university not just this university alone should have a forum where students will come and air their views and 
suggest where they should improve on. I think the university is not doing much to understand our needs as international students.
 7  AFW   2/1/2015 5:10 PM 
  I think yes, because like I said before they understood that we needed a befitting sports centre and so they built us a good sport centre, like you 
know “all work no play makes Jack a dull boy” 





 9  AFW   2/1/2015 5:14 PM 
 Yes I have always related with my lecturers always to discuss some challenges our colleagues do face. But if you mean holding general meeting 
where we have consensus? Then yes, I think we have had such meeting only once, they sent an invite and I went. 
 10  AFW   2/1/2015 5:15 PM 
 Yes that is true. There are timely meeting with course representatives. I know this because I have once been a course representative. 
 11  AFW   2/1/2015 5:19 PM 
 Yes issues about our academic and social experiences were discussed. Like I said I believe it’s from our reports based on those meetings that we 
see this kind of improvements as well.  
 12  AFW   2/1/2015 5:20 PM 
 There is no fixed time but like I said when I was a course representative I have got some invites for a meeting with some senior staff or students 
union on issues that pertain to our academic welfare here. 
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No        0.0997  6 
 1  AFW   2/1/2015 4:28 PM 
 In terms of accommodation, it’s very high for international students, whereas there are no jobs provided at least to support the students recoup. 
If the Universities can consider the reduction of accommodation fees for its international students it will be really fine. 
















 3  AFW   2/1/2015 4:43 PM 
 No, I cannot afford the university property that’s why and I am currently living outside. The Universityhostel is very expensive. 
 4  AFW   2/1/2015 4:43 PM 
 No I live in a private property because I realised that the University property is more expensive than those of outsiders. 










No        0.1450  6 
 1  AFW   1/25/2015 3:51 PM 
 CRM means  relating with  students  very well  by  creating  agood  relationship with  student.  In  fact we  relate with  our  customers  (students) 
everyday through emails, targeted Emails and brochures.
 2  AFW   1/25/2015 4:25 PM 
 We do provide such personalised services to our students’ at all times. Like we are in the field and we meet with these students all the time, so I 
am telling you that yes we do practice such here.  












 4  AFW   1/25/2015 4:32 PM 
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 2  AFW   2/1/2015 4:27 PM 
 The University relate with us through different means like emails, teaching and other social activities. I think they are trying. 
 3  AFW   2/1/2015 4:32 PM 
 I know they give us information on courses or rather workshop and seminars that are geared towards the development &growth of its 
international student. I mean they try as much as they can to get our own understanding.
 4  AFW   2/1/2015 4:40 PM 
 Here I have noticed that lecturers although not all of them are always ready to help when students are in need of some clarification and 
encouragement. I think on the emails we receive, I think it’s not enough.






















 8  AFW   2/1/2015 5:38 PM 












 10  AFW   2/1/2015 5:48 PM 
 Yes, there so called job targeted emails is just to fulfil all righteousness. Because, there are no commitment on the part of the University to fill this 
 11  AFW   2/1/2015 5:50 PM 
 Yes I receive emails from the school offices with my names on it. Like alert on expiration of borrowed books from the Library, seminars, trainings 
and other meaningful information. The messages are personally sent to me, I mean in my name.





Report on Themes 
 
Theme 1: Customer Experience Feedback 
Theme 1 examines the approaches or methods adopted by the institution to understanding its 
students’ expectations, and the degree to which using customer feedback could to improve on 
service quality might influence customers’ satisfaction. This theme relates to four areas of customer 
relationship management in understanding customers’ expectations which is important in managing 
customers’ need and wants. External research links used in unravelling students’ experience, 
internal research link were used to compare with the result gained from the external survey 
barometer. Also, student forum organised by the institution as a means of generating first hand 
experience feedbacks from its students. Friendly academic environment which considered as efforts 
by academic staff in providing academic advice to enable students achieve their expectations whilst 
studying. Summarily, the central theme emphasises the role customers’ experience feedback in 
delivering expected service quality to students. See figure 11 for connections on parent and child 
themes. 
 
Theme 2: Academic Referral  
Theme two considers the institutions relationship with customers influenced their service 
satisfaction and how past and present customers have been advocating and or referring friends, 
family and colleagues to the institution as a result of the satisfactory service experiences with the 
university. This represents an internal yardstick for measuring the University’s customer 
relationship management effectiveness.See figure 11 for connection on parent and child themes. 
 
Theme 3:  Service Customization 
Theme three explores how the practices of service customisation were influencing customers’ 
advocacy behaviour. This as reported has delivered intrinsic satisfaction required in evaluating the 
relationship between the University and student. See figure 10 for connections on parent and child 
themes. 
 
Theme 4:Economic Status 
Theme four emerged from the study, because students’ were emphasizing the need to survive whilst 
studying. We found it interesting as a theme because it could be an abstraction of the special need 
services offered by the institution. This theme could be somewhat required to 







Theme 5:Customer Relations 
Theme five discusses how the institution socially relates with its international students’. The social 
and cultural platforms provided by the institution were influencing students’ experiences. It also 
reports how the University’s social climate has enabled students to network with peers from 
different cultural and social background. This theme is crucial in measuringits CRM effectiveness 
because it induces the feeling of integration and opens up the gaps created by race, tribe, religion 
and other overarching tendencies.See figure 11 for connections on parent and child themes. 
 
Theme 6:   Academic Performance Reward 
Theme six whilst drawing from the researchers’ personal reflections is important in severing the 
relationship between supply and consumers’ in the institution because it comes with it carries 
monetary value and the customers’ are at the receiving end. This examines how the provision of 
academic performance incentive has influenced their academic input and output as well as customer 
selling tendencies. See figure 11 for connections on parent and child themes. 
 





Figure eleven: Thematic Findings with connections between themes. 
Source: Qualitative Research (2015) 
 
The findings showed that the HE University relies on results from internal and external surveys to 
identify the key needs of its international customers in the form of academic and administrative 
expectations. The results indicate that the key themes are relevant to explorewith participants 
experiences.Also the university understands the character of its international student’s academic, 
administrative and social expectations through its internal research framework. The HE 
Universitypays lessattention to its international students economic expectations like job placements 





international students’ who wishes to study in the UK Universities. This is in agreement with the 
earlier findings of (Clewes, 2003 and Wright & O’Neill, 2010). Additionally, the results shows that 
the university’s service improvements efforts are based on its customers survey feedbacks drawn 
from its internal customers’ experience survey. Thisindicated a positive influence on its 
international students’ advocacy behaviors. This could be anchored on the assumption that a 
positive service experience is a testimony to share. This finding is supported in the literature (Grant 
and Anderson, 2002; Hill, 1995; Clewes, 2003; Wright and O’Neill, 2010).Finding also shows that 
a key strength of the universityis academic referral services in the form of family, friends and 
institutional selling from past customers. These account for the high level of international students it 
receives annually (Seeman and O’Hara, 2006).The university’s service customization system in 
relating to its customers provides such touch points in the form of customized and targeted emails to 
make contacts with its international students. The focus group discussions around the themes 
showed the university’s service personalization strategy delivers relative satisfaction to its 
international customers. The university’s student academic performance reward system benefits 
best performing graduants with academic scholarships to pursue masters or doctoral studies. This is 
strategic positioning aimed at enhancing the economic and academic relationship with its clients. 
Customer advocacy is improved by the university’s service customization systems through its 
improvement of its CRM system. 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
The emerging themes from this study are the researchers’ theoretical contribution in 
exploringaspects of CRM implementation in a university. While the study was limited to a small 
sample and one university, there is support found for the findings in the literature. The qualitative 
research design appears appropriate for researching CRM effectiveness and the study could be 
expanded into further researches with other universities in the HE sector. The recommendation is 
for stakeholders in higher education to investment in CRM.It’s monitoring to deliver results for its 
customers and employees alike are important in respect of services such as customer touch point 
and service customisation,in order to order to improve satisfaction and customer advocacy 
behaviour. 
 
SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 
Further research should quantitatively test the emerging themes of this study, using a bigger sample 
size. Also, further qualitative investigation is still required on this study’s phenomenon using other 
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